In 1997 the Internet was seen by many as a tool for radical reinterpretation of physicality and gender. Cybertheorists predicted we would leave our bodies behind and interact online as disembodied minds, and that the technology would reshape the way we saw ourselves. However, physicality has proved to be an inextricable part of all our interactions. Changing Internet technology has allowed Net users to find a myriad ways to perform and express their gender online.
In this paper I consider attitudes to gender on the Net in 1997, when the main concerns were the imbalance between men and women online and whether it was possible or desirable to bring the body into online interactions. In much of the discourse surrounding gender online, a simple binary was assumed to exist. I go on to consider the extent to which those attitudes have changed today. Through my own experience of setting up a women's community on Livejournal, and my observations of a men's community set up in response, I conclude that though traditional attitudes to gender have largely translated to the Net and the binary is still the default view, some shifts have occurred. For example, between 1997 and today there seems to have been a fundamental change in perceptions of women's attitudes to adversarial debate, and an increase in awareness of genders beyond the binary.
Introduction
In the heady days of the mid-90s it was thought that the technology of the Internet would reshape how we understood and performed gender. Reduced to text on a screen, Net users would be known by their words alone. This was considered by many commentators as a chance to be free of the pecking-orders of everyday society, heavily influenced by physical attributes and gender. Much gleeful text was written describing how nerds could now speak up without thinking of their acne, and women could use electronic systems to take the floor at any time without fear of being perceived primarily as a sex object. The biggest Net enthusiasts dreamed of leaving physicality and gender behind altogether. As Kennedy et al put it: "…utopians had the fantasy that computermediated communication would facilitate pure interaction and community without any sense of gender or other social phenomena" 2 . For example member of the FutureCulture mailing list wrote: "Concepts of physical beauty are holdovers from 'MEAT' space. On the net, they don't apply. We are all just bits and bytes blowing in the phosphor stream" 3 . In this view, gender was a phenomenon inextricably linked to biological sex and physical presence, and so would not accompany the user on to the Net -although as we will see later, behaviour can be strongly gendered even in a world of plain text.
As it turned out, the utopians' vision was indeed a fantasy. We cannot leave physicality behind, nor do most want to; there is no communication in the human condition that does not involve the body as an essential component and reference 4 . Gender, in particular, whether seen as inextricably linked to the body or independent of it, is still fundamental to how we use the Internet. Rather than fundamentally reshaping our understanding of gender, the technology has been reshaped, or reshaped itself, to allow users to perform their gender in largely traditional ways. As I will discuss later, the detailed profiles and avatar images of modern message boards and blog sites have enabled users to represent their physicality and their gender on the Net to a much greater extent than was possible in the late 90s. Users have done this with alacrity for the most part, with little indication that they want to leave "'MEAT' space" concepts behind or to reconsider their own ideas of gender. Also, now that "the Internet has descended to earth" 5 and become integrated into more aspects of our lives like shopping, banking and maintaining contact with relatives, we have a myriad of new ways to perform gender online. But even in 1994, when the FutureCulture post quoted above was made, the reality was very different and " [g] ender identity persists in the 'phosphor stream' whether we like it or not," wrote Balsamo in response 6 .
In this paper I revisit research I carried out in 1997 on how people performed and perceived their own gender and that of others online, then go on to consider the situation today. Ten years is an eternity in the accelerated world of the Internet. What has changed and what has stayed the same?
1997: The Boys' Club
During my time on the Cybermind mailing list, between 1996 and 1999, a regular topic of concern was the unbalanced ratio of male to female net users. In the summer of 1997 I gathered some figures in the hope of finding out how great the imbalance was. The answers were wildly conflicting. The now-defunct Dublin web consultancy NUA put the total number of female internet users at 42% -almost eight million 7 . Diane Reiner's figure in her book Person to Person on the Internet was 37% 8 . However, Davidson's figure was only 10% 9 . Whence this discrepancy? Unable to discover how these researchers had collected their data, I surmised that the 42% might indeed have been there, but keeping quiet.
Women on the Net were then something of a novelty. Due to the fact that the majority of Net access was still through university servers and within the computer industry, and due to the historical gender imbalance in the fields of computer education and computer science, in its early years the Net was a mostly male preserve. In the absence of women, the developing communication styles of Net discourse took on a stereotypically 'masculine' cast.
re Ruane WEAVERS AND WARRIORS?
In electronic discussions, Herring found that men tended to write twice as much as women, and that 68% of their messages were adversarial in style. They also tended towards self-promotion and detachment from others. Conversely, women were more inclined to ask questions rather than assert facts; to reveal thoughts and feelings; and to take an interactive, supportive standpoint. They were also less inclined to take part in flame wars -online conflict made them uncomfortable, whereas men regarded it as par for the course. Despite serving very similar purposes within a single narrow subculture, these lists were perceived and represented very differently by these two members. The second poster's use of the term "quilting bee" to describe the GATB, a term we may associate with female social groups, is an interesting anomaly, but otherwise the two members'
10 Ibid.
descriptions of the lists conform closely to Herring's and other theorists' ideas of how groups of men and groups of women interacted online.
Another point to note about these lists is that their names made an explicit link between gender, biological sex and sexual orientation, seeming to consider them synonymous, or indeed not to examine the concepts at all. I found myself wondering whether there were any gay male Duchovniks, or gay female GATB members -though since the names of the groups specified the hormones considered to be synonymous with biological maleness and femaleness, it seems clear that the need to accommodate other sexual orientations besides heterosexuality had not occurred to the list founders. This hard link between biology, gender and sexual orientation was a common feature of the Net in 1997.
Later I will consider another pair of Internet communities active today, the Livejournal communities The Ladies' Loos (theladiesloos.livejournal.com) and The Company Of Men (thecompanyofmen.livejournal.com), again with broadly similar purposes and a similar gender divide, and consider whether or not a similar difference in atmosphere exists. I will also show how these communities' attitude to the relationship between gender, sex and orientation differs from the days of the DDEB and GATB.
re Ruane these conflicts.
Outside "woman-centred lists", where flaming was more common, female users often chose to stand on the sidelines of verbal battles. While arguably a mature and sane course of action, it seemed to leave women (and less aggressive users in general) at a disadvantage. The introductory documents of many Usenet newsgroups stated that people were twice as likely to respond to a message they disagreed with than one they agreed with. Perhaps there was a relationship between this statistic and Fallon's statement that "topics initiated by women were less likely to be taken up by the group as a whole" 12 . Involving yourself in flame wars was a sure-fire way to get yourself noticed. In answer to the question "I've been insulted! How should I respond?", the Mailing List Etiquette FAQ said "Congratulations! You've never been properly welcomed to the Net until you've been flamed" 13 . Perhaps women were often ignored in online groups because of an unwillingness to engage in Fallon (1997) . 13 The Mailing List Etiquette FAQ. Available at: <http://www.gweep.ca/~edmonds/usenet/mletiquette.html> (Accessed 13 November 2007).
Others in the silent majority of online women may have been keeping a low profile because of rumours or direct experience of online sexual harassment. It was a wellpublicised issue at the time; articles about it were all over the print media, to an extent only matched today by stories of paedophiles masquerading as children online to win real children over. This could also go some way towards explaining the gender imbalance; the common media image of the Net as a den of perverts and stalkers may have discouraged or delayed some women from getting online and investigating for themselves.
Net harassment was a real problem, though not as bad as the print media suggested. In a survey of members of SYSTERS, a mailing list for women in technical careers, onefifth reported having experienced it. Many women found that appearing on newsgroups or chat channels with a female name brought on barrages of unsolicited email from what Reiner coyly calls "lovelorn gentlemen", described more bluntly online as "HNGs", Horny Net Geeks. However, Sherman believes that the publicity of online harassment is a deliberate attempt on the part of the male-controlled media to keep women frightened away from the net, keeping it as a boys' club. For her part, she experienced no harassment during eight years of internet use; she compares the net to a crowded urban environment with "dark alleys to avoid" 14 .
re Ruane
Reiner puts the onus of self-protection squarely on the female user: don't hang out on the IRC channel #hotsex with a user ID like 'Cutie Pie' if you aren't prepared for a flood of sexual propositioning. This suggestion is already somewhat reminiscent of the common argument that women who choose to wear miniskirts or walk alone are not taking enough responsibility for their own safety, but Reiner goes further: she suggests that women adopt a male or neutral online name -'William' or 'Thinker', but not 'DreamGirl'. "You will be surprised at how much more breathing-space you will have,"
she writes 15 . This may account for the discrepancy in the 1997 net census figures. The women were there, but many studies missed them because they were invisible. (As we will see, the situation is very different today -on many social networking sites women seem more likely to choose an overtly feminine username than men are to choose a masculine one.) were still primarily a solo activity and any female characters encountered in the game would be those designed by the game creators. As I will discuss later, today online gaming has allowed millions of Net users, both male and female, to play togethercooperating as well as competing -in massively multiplayer environments like World of Warcraft. It would be interesting to explore whether this has had an impact on male users' attitude to women in computer games, and whether the influx of women in multiplayer gaming has had an impact on the atmosphere of the games themselves.
However, even then the conception of the net as designed and built by men of the Doom generation, based on and friendly towards their underlying assumptions, was only part of the story. The chance discovery of a pamphlet from the late 60s caused me to reassess my assumptions about women and computing. "Think of the women who program the great computers -when a mechanical memory on a reel of tape must obey 16 Dibbell, J. (1993) Fallon who had analysed the underlying structures of the Internet and discovered that women had had a profound impact on its early history. They concluded that the Net was woman-friendly at a fundamental level, and as such it could offer unprecedented opportunities for women to express themselves in the future.
As the pamphlet rather patronisingly suggested, computing was indeed considered women's work in the early days. The earliest computers were programmed and maintained by women -the Enigma machine during WW2, the ENIAC (Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer) whose analysts were known as "the ENIAC girls", and others. Leading lights of computing at the time included Betty Holberton, creator of the COBOL programming language, and Grace Murray Hopper, who received an honorary captaincy for her work on the IBM Mark 1.
The proportion of women in computing remained high till the 1970s, when the study of computing became strongly associated with that of maths. This was more an accident of history than a similarity between the two subjects: as computers were useful for number-crunching in maths problems, when a university acquired its first mainframe computer it would usually be installed in the maths department, so computer science departments grew up under the mathematical wing. As a result, many girls did not consider studying computing because of the image of maths as an intrinsically 'masculine' subject, an image encouraged by teachers and careers counsellors in many schools. The 1975 report by a study group to the Australian Schools Commission, Girls, School & Society, explored subject offerings and choices in New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland and expressed concern about the institutional barriers which discouraged or prevented girls from studying mathematics or science, recommending that special programs be put in place to redress the imbalance 21 . Today gender differentials in mathematics at school are dwindling. Though the decades of imbalance gave rise to many of our assumptions about women and computing, Plant shows that in the context of the whole history of computing they are an anomaly. Internet is also anarchic in nature, not controlled by any one entity or based on traditionally male, hierarchical "ladders of power". Fallon also suggests a comparison between hypertext -fluid and nonlinear, multidirectional rather than "one-pointed", offering many routes through the text rather than a single narrative thrust -and the "écriture feminine" proposed by theorists like Cixous. She writes, "We may be the last generation that views text as a linear sequence, moving, in the main, from left to right, in one rigid hierarchy" 25 . In 1997, though they were still outnumbered, women were beginning to recognise the potential for affinity with the Net.
The discourse surrounding gender on the Internet in 1997 had its limitations. As mentioned earlier, a great deal of it focused on the experience of heterosexual, biological women. In most discussion on the subject, biological sex and gender were assumed to be synonymous. Gender was usually considered as a simple binary and 24 Chua, cited in Fallon (1997) . 25 Fallon (1997). many researchers considered women to share certain essential qualities, for example a dislike of hierarchies.
One of a few online places where this was not the case was the Cybermind mailing list, where it was recognised that the world of gender online was far more complicated than the simple, stereotypical picture of confrontational frat-boys in the fray and timid, cooperative women on the sidelines that one might have got from a cursory inspection of USENET flame wars. Through research, discussion, prose and art, members were attempting to chart this new world. On Rose Mulvale wrote, "but in the light of day it looks like too much work!" 27 . Jerry
Everard answered in similar vein: "Gender remains the same -it's just easier" 28 . The recurring theme that portraying yourself as a different gender took constant mental effort would seem to suggest that gender was still fundamental to the respondents' selfconcept, even in "the phosphor stream".
However, some members used other-gender avatars not as a means of interacting with others but as alternative headspace -a sort of thought experiment -like Alan's own female alter ego, Jennifer: "…I've never entered a MOO or talker or IRC as Jennifershe's more a site for theoretical exploration" 29 .
A further group didn't represent themselves as different genders, but thought it might be interesting to try: Enok is Enok, but I sometimes feel I should like to have the identity of a female, talking freely to my female friends, making love to a female partner, and sometimes I wonder about how to make love to a man… 30 .
Something like your becoming-jennifer is something I would like to explore in the future… there might be many unexpected faces behind what we call identity 31 .
Some opted out of the male/female binary altogether. Paula Davidson described how, when she started using her MOO of choice, she realised that no one could see any physical attributes.
I thought this was a great thing and would make it possible to see what communication could be like when gender, race, physical size and the like weren't relevant. So I took the gender spivak as an alternative to my real gender 32 .
Jon Marshall had created an avatar which was "not terrestrial", but pointed out that it remained unused.
Interestingly, though there were too few data points to tell whether it represented a general trend, more male list members expressed a desire to experience being female than vice versa. This is perhaps contrary to what one might have expected from the thinking at the time that women would relish the opportunity to present themselves as male.
The wide variety of responses and degree of thought put into them conveys the extent to which this issue was a preoccupation of the list. Members were constantly interrogating the sometimes turbulent relationship between their bodies and their online lives. Katie Argyle, in her article "Life After Death", movingly related the list's reaction to news of the death of member Michael Current -with a grief that was unmistakably physical 33 .
In his last mail to Alan Sondheim, shortly before his sudden death, Current himself wrote about an email correspondence with a Net acquaintance who was "concerned about the detachment of affect from the fleshbonesandblood" 34 ; he went on to picture I'm ambivalent about these markings -the silver in my hair stretchmarks episiotomy scars… [I] wonder if you will see me in the character who endlessly mutilates her meat in some desire to transcend it, to step outside of that which can be so easily marked 35 .
But even when the posts expressed this desire for transcendence, they were anything but disembodied. One poster documented her love and sex life so intensely and arrestingly that to read about it as text on a screen was almost to experience it oneself. Another related how, in a women's communal changing room after suffering an illness, she found fascination and beauty in the scarred, ageing and "lived" bodies of the other women -and thus her own. Awareness of the complexity of gender and sexuality permeated these posts, meditations on physical experience and desire. I could… I wanted to be the inversion of the world, mapping one-to-one on my body, making myself into a universal model… -How do you reconcile the people you hang around with? -They understand me, bind me into each and every position. I reflect their desires, the desires of the universe… You have forgotten my name. I shimmer continuously as word after word is written or spoken.
36
In general, whether their approach was firmly embodied or free-floating, the members of Cybermind were consciously performing and exploring their gender online in ways that have informed and inspired my own thinking on the subject ever since; documenting, as Morrigan wrote: …the moments when the glass, extended beyond its mass and smearing into viscerality, latexes the face and melts and moulds into masks 37 .
The impression arising from all this is of an Internet which was generally (if incorrectly) assumed to be arranged to male specifications, where male preoccupations, hobbies and There are 6 million of us. We span the world twice around. We are all genders, all races, all sexualities, all walks of life. We work in teams, together, for a common goal… We end up with accidental support networks, and find friends we trust. We cheer each other up when we have had a bad day. We cheer each other when we have done something awesome. We share.
We play World of Warcraft and sometimes, that is a truly awesome thing 42 .
The collaborative play and support networks on World of Warcraft show how much computer gaming has changed since Slouka's gloomy "sorority girls on meat hooks" assessment of the mid-90s. It is no longer a male preserve or just a solo recreation; the millions of female gamers have made it their own and are using it in ways that reflect Kennedy's findings. Kennedy seems to speak for many Net theorists today when she states: "when people do technology, they are also doing gender" 43 -in other words, if you are using technology, whether to conduct the business of your life or to express your identity, you are likely to use it in a gendered way.
Using the Net to escape from, disguise or disregard one's gender seems to be off the agenda for most users today, along with the idea that one can use it to construct a whole new identity. Huffaker and Calvert's 2005 study of teenage bloggers found that:
multiple 'public' faces were not the norm. Instead, our data suggest a tendency for adolescents to use language to create an anchor and a consistent public face as they engage in the very serious business of constructing a stable cohesive set of representations of who they are 44 .
Those who deliberately disguise or misrepresent their gender seem to be met with active disapproval in many parts of the online world, suggesting that gender is still thought of as the chief determinant of a net user's personality, rather than "a holdover from MEAT space". Today's Internet technology has evolved to facilitate the performance of gender.
On a MOO, in the text-based days, users entered information about themselves via a simple form with only a few fields. With screen space at a premium, you had the opportunity to specify your gender or leave it blank, describe your avatar in a few lines viewable posts being made by users throughout Livejournal at a given moment, shows 42 (16%) usernames containing a female-specific word (e.g. "girl", "belle", "princess") or female name; 21 (8.4%) usernames containing a male-specific word (e.g. "studly", "sir", "groom") or male name; and 187 (74.8%) names which are broadly neutral. This last category includes a very large number of "female-associated" words and diminutives in usernames, often accompanied by a feminine-looking icon, but I resisted including these in the female category since I did not have time to investigate these users' journals and user profiles to get a clearer idea of whether they identified as male or female 46 .
A rigorous and wide-ranging survey of the relationship between gender and username choice on Livejournal is a tantalising idea, but lies beyond the scope of this paper.
However, I am left with an (as yet inadequately proven) impression that Livejournal men do not tend to perform their gender as overtly or consciously as women. One might speculate that the women are "othering" themselves; that they feel the need to specify that they are female because on the internet maleness is still the default, and default states are the ones which go unmentioned. But the statistics on LJ users who maintain their journals (post with a certain degree of regularity) seem to suggest that femaleness is in fact the Livejournal default. Of 7,131,710 regular maintainers, 47.9% have ticked the box which identifies them as female; 23.3% have specified their gender as male; and 28.7% have left their gender unspecified 47 . It would seem plausible that the unspecified group is made up of a similar proportion of males to females and that there are simply more women than men on Livejournal. However, though further study is needed to confirm or disprove this, it is my impression that the breakdown is more even and that the disparity represents a tendency on the part of female users to pay attention to and give significance to their gender, while male users seem to play it down, parody it or ignore it. Like the early writers about women on the net, and the members of the David Duchovny Estrogen Brigade, the Mono BBS Loos members thought of adversarial debate as an activity mostly engaged in by men. They regarded most of the internet as ridden with pointless testosterone-driven flame wars, and their community as a space safe from the "wanky" debate that characterised the rest of the board, where consensus and cooperation rather than argument could reign. In the community's new incarnation, it was immediately clear that debate was no longer thought of as a male preserve; quite the opposite. On the LJ Loos issues are hotly debated every day in threads running to re Ruane hundreds of comments. Though support is also given in generous measure, this is a very different place from the Mono Loos with its attitude that conflict is undesirable and also unfeminine. In fact, a frequently voiced opinion is that the debates and arguments are an inevitable result of putting so many women together. Between the heyday of the Mono Loos and now, people's underlying assumptions and generalisations about women and debate seem to have changed.
Huffaker and Calvert, in their study of female language patterns in blogs, had a similar impression of recent change. They expected young female bloggers' language use to reflect Robin Lakoff's findings of 1975. However, girls:
did not use more passive, cooperative, or accommodating language as Lakoff's work would suggest. One possible implication is that the language and the social interactions on the Internet are changing, perhaps because the participants are changing. That is, the latest wave of teenage females, at least female bloggers, may have different gender roles from those of earlier generations that Lakoff observed 48 .
The wildfire spread of the word about the Loos, users' devotion to and investment in the community, and their behaviour within it once they're vouched in by a member, suggest to me that the community fulfils some hitherto unrecognised need in Internet-using women. Community members are keen to use it as a way of exploring how they perform their gender and relate to others of that gender. In early discussions about what we felt the community had done for us, many members expressed the opinion that to be a woman in computing or other "geeky" pursuits was to be estranged from the majority of womankind, and that the Loos was giving them the opportunity to examine and discuss what it meant to be a woman. This examination seems, broadly, to lead in three different directions.
For some Loos members, it has involved coming to terms with and learning to value femininity as it is commonly represented, as with the anonymous member who posted For others it has involved integration of their gender with their lives and interests, where previously they had felt these things were somewhat at odds. motodraconis wrote that she was: quite a blokey girl who's always found other women rather mystifying, and the fact that all my adult life has been in almost exclusively male-dominated fields wasn't exactly helping to solve that mystery so I joined this community to gain insight on my gender. It's rather good for that 50 . For this group of posters, two themes recur: first, that gender is not something that comes naturally but instead has to be consciously worked at -an idea I will return to when considering the men's community; second, that reaching an accommodation with one's gender is a healthy and rewarding experience that makes life run more smoothly.
There is an implication that one must figure out where one fits into the gender map in order to be fully human.
For still others, however, experience of the community seems to have led to an increased chafing at the traditional bounds of gender and a realisation that the binary gender split is too simplistic -that gender is socially constructed and that there exists a multiplicity of possible interpretations. think or behave. We are a motley collection of people who all happen to identify as women, in whatever way we interpret that for ourselves.
Another dramatic difference between the LJ Loos and the Mono Loos is in the area of attitudes to transsexuality. On Mono, biological essentialism reigned, rarely discussed or examined. Then a user transitioned from female to male. It was assumed that after the transition he would still want to be a Loos member; when he applied to join the menonly area, The Club, he was met with derision. The moderators declared, to general agreement, that as long as he had two X chromosomes he could never be a man. The Creating a men-only community was, as he saw it, a way of redressing the balance.
There was a parodic, satirical quality to the community from the start, expressed even in its name, a reference to Neil LaBute's play in which several men conspire to brutalise a deaf woman. excluded from, as he was excluded from the Loos. On the contrary, steeped in sociological theory about the crisis of British masculinity and the rampant confusion about what it actually means to be a man today, I was pleased that the men of my acquaintance had somewhere to discuss gender-specific issues and hoped the community might outgrow its original non-serious intent. However, when I earnestly explained this to male friends, their reactions were unexpected -and unexpectedly similar. They said they didn't feel the need for, or see the point of, discussions of masculinity. Most of those I asked about it seemed to feel that such exploration was either unnecessary or faintly taboo, whatever medium it was done through. "If you have to talk about it, you've already lost", one friend opined, albeit with tongue somewhat in cheek. This stands in stark contrast to the earlier quotes from Loos women who seemed happy to admit to a feeling that in some way they were doing gender wrong, and to say they were glad to have a safe space where they could work on figuring it out.
In her book The Myth of Mars and Venus, Deborah Cameron looks at research by Don
Kulick on the training and support given to transsexuals during their transition. She describes how men transitioning to become women are offered voice, dress and behaviour classes to learn in detail what constitutes appropriate performance of gender, whereas women transitioning to be men are expected to work it out themselves. Kulick suggests that this is because "being a man is self-evident, whereas being a woman is a complex set of procedures with detailed and explicit instructions…" 55 . In other words, men are still the default type of human being and women are still the Other, the gazedat, the ones who are different. Women have to consciously work and strive towards achieving this Otherness, living up to the ideals of womanhood described by legions of male gazers over the centuries, whereas men can simply stay at the starting position; not accustomed to being examined the way women are, they don't feel that selfexamination is relevant. However, another interpretation is possible: that men and women are equally confused about gender, equally unsure whether they fit into the pigeonholes offered by society.
The discrepancy springs from the fact that gender roles give women much more leeway to admit this confusion and seek solutions to it. Due to rigid and narrow expectations 55 Cited in D. Cameron The Myth of Mars and Venus, Oxford University Press, 2007: 158. that men be 'red-blooded males', admitting to any sort of gender confusion is still risky for men in many quarters. two genders. Also, there is an expectation that if a user includes gender representations in their online persona, these must not conflict with their real-life gender. On Livejournal, those who make a conscious effort to leave their gender behind or try a different one on for size are very much in the minority, and a distrusted minority at that.
Other large social networking sites provide similar facilities for bringing physicality and gender into online life -notably Myspace, the music-heavy site popular with a young age group, which is well known for its strong emphasis on physical appearance and has spawned phrases like "Myspace hair" (carefully styled so it hangs diagonally over one eye). ' and 'male/female'.] Therefore, a *female* human being will generally be expected to identify as a *woman*. But a female human being who identifies neither as man or woman will, although female, not therefore necessarily be a *woman*. Is this genuinely a new concept?... Sex is hardwired, gender performative. 
Conclusion
My return to researching gender online after ten years away has suggested many tempting possibilities for further study. A large-scale survey on Livejournal username choice is one; another is an investigation of men and women's attitudes to exploring their own gender online. All in all, writing this paper has raised far more questions than it has answered. However, some general trends emerge from the confusion of teeming websites and new communities. One easy observation is that the vast majority of Net users do not want to leave physicality and gender behind, as it was thought they might ten years ago. Instead, today's internet provides endless opportunities for considering how you perform your own gender and relate to others of your own gender, but for the most part the answers people are coming up with are not terribly adventurous or category-transgressing.
Women in particular seem to think of gender as the central fact of their personality.
They seem to have a sense of "otherness" compared to men, though the otherness is conceptualised differently from that of ten years ago.
However, the idea that gender is complex and socially constructed seems to be creeping slowly into the public consciousness, as we can see from the growing awareness of transsexual and intersexed people, and the recognition of the differences between sex, gender and sexual orientation. Whether in the long run widespread Internet use will cause essentialist ideas and traditional gender roles to become further entrenched, or bring about change in the way we view gender, remains to be seen.
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